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Abstract 
This article presents an analysis of the national curriculum for geography as it has evolved in England 
since its inception in 1991 following the Education Reform Act of 1988. Whilst the main contents of 
our original analysis are provided by way of a table, enabling the reader ready access to the broad 
trends we identify in how geography has been expressed in the national curriculum over a period of 
some 25 years, the main purpose of the article is to focus on the current reforms in England. This takes 
the form of a brief, and yet precise, ‘knowledge-led’ national curriculum programme of study 
introduced to a radically marketised school system in which choice and local autonomy are 
emphasised and encouraged. Our discussion leads us to speculate on the possibility of teachers 
reclaiming professional responsibility for the curriculum rather than the state, based on a progressive 
discipline oriented vision of geography in education. 
 
Introduction 
As we write this the national curriculum in England has been reviewed again – the fourth time since 
its introduction for the first time in 1991. The current reforms, for first teaching in September 2014, 
are far reaching and have deep implications which we discuss in detail in this paper. Our analysis uses 
a framework derived from Young and Muller (2010) deployed to help envision the kind of curriculum 
that might be possible to implement in schools. This is our ‘possibilist’ interpretation of a curriculum 
for engagement (if not survival – see Lambert 2013), and we are aware that this could be different 
from that which government may have intended.  
Our analysis also is placed in historical perspective. To the lay person the frequency of change to the 
national standards as set out in the national curriculum is quite possibly perplexing. However, as 
teachers and educationists know very well, reviewing the national curriculum is never a simple matter: 
it is not simply a matter of updating the content (see for example the discussion by Winter 2009; 2011; 
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2012). There are deep seated and contentious matters to confront, which in England at least rarely 
get settled or resolved for any length of time. Indeed, on the contrary, they can become highly 
politicised. Our notions of childhood for example (Biddulph 2011; 2013), let alone our idea of 
knowledge and its purposes (Firth 2013), influence enormously what we think the curriculum is and 
what form it should take. Our values regarding what we believe schools to be for also help position us 
as individual members of society and as educationists (see for example Lawton 1989; or more recently 
Reiss and White 2013). In geography, Bill Marsden’s analysis in the latter years of the last century has 
been useful in identifying the historical dynamic between three domains:  
 the child, their perceived needs and our understanding of learning; these are 
according to Marsden broadly ‘educational’ matters 
 the subject, defined in terms of selecting the best of what we know and inducting 
students into the processes and procedures of how we have come to know it 
 social purposes, or what Marsden called ‘good causes’ which can serve political 
purposes and subvert some notions of education. 
We use this schema as a way-in to our own historical analysis of the evolving national curriculum in 
England between 1991 and 2014. It is, as our main table (Table 1) attempts to show, possible to discern 
over this period the waxing and waning of these domains in relation to each other, within a broader 
context of a growing divide between the school subject and geography’s emergent disciplinary history 
(see Stoddard 1981). In this context the 2014 reform of the national curriculum can be interpreted as 
a response to redress the balance whereby an overreaching personalisation of the curriculum, and a 
concomitant concern for skills and learning processes, had undermined what ministers (and others) 
refer to as ‘subject rigour’ (Standish 2012). 
The thread running through the whole article is, unsurprisingly, our interest in the concept of 
curriculum. We need to make this explicit, for conceptually ‘curriculum’ has become confused – partly 
due to its close association in practitioners’ minds with pedagogy and partly due to its concrete 
manifestation in school leaders’ heads as the timetable. For us curriculum is not a managerial device 
or tool. It is one of only very few ideas genuinely to have emerged from educational studies. In other 
words, it is an idea that almost defines education: at least, curriculum lies close to the core purpose 
of schools and why societies choose to send children to school, by law.  Conceptually, we distinguish 
curriculum as being concerned with the overriding question of what to teach the young. This is a 
difficult and profound question.  It is conceptually distinct from the question of how to teach – 
although we readily and eagerly concede that in practice the two may be very closely intertwined, as 
Figure 1 shows. This diagram expresses the dialogic space represented by the process of curriculum 
making (as distinct from curriculum design, curriculum planning or curriculum development each of 
which carries a different connotation). In curriculum making the conceptually distinct notions of 
curriculum and pedagogy are merged. However, even in curriculum making (and we argue that all 
classroom teachers are inescapably curriculum makers to a degree), there is a need to ask and have a 
means to answer the basic curriculum question: what shall I teach? 
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In other words, we argue that a national curriculum laid down in law cannot, on its own, answer the 
curriculum question. This realisation gave rise to the riddle3: “When is a curriculum not a curriculum? 
Answer: when it’s a national curriculum”. The severe limitation implied by this riddle on what can be 
accomplished by producing a national curriculum almost certainly translates into different national 
settings and jurisdictions around the world, even those which prefer to designate national ‘standards’ 
in detail, rather than a short and rather spare ‘curriculum’ framework as is now being proposed in 
England. It is good to remember the truth gleaned from extensive research in the field of educational 
assessment over decades, that standards are made and set by those who apply and use them: they 
do not exist as objective entities that can simply be picked up and ‘delivered’. 
 
Background: where have we come from? (1988-2008) 
The 1988 Education Reform Act was a watershed moment in the English (and for a period, the Welsh) 
education system4.  A national curriculum was to be created for the first time under the banner of 
‘raising standards’, presented as part of a wider project to reverse national economic and social 
decline (Goodson, 1994 p.96).  Politically, the Act represented a considerable shift of power away from 
professional educationalists to central government (Bennetts, 1993, p.6), and established a strong role 
for the state in deciding what should be taught. We have already indicated this was based on a faulty 
model of ‘command and control’, but it is easy to understand why the government of the day went 
for it: right up to the 1970s governments had shown no interest in the contents of schooling, but the 
deep economic crisis of that decade put an end to that laissez faire thinking. 
Looking back over nearly a quarter of a century, it might now seem that geography’s place in the 
National Curriculum is assured and has become permanent.  But its place was by no means certain 
and to this day lobbying activity by the GA which was so vital at the time (see Bailey 1991; Bailey and 
Binns 1987; Daugherty 1989; Rawling 2001; Walford 1989) has had to continue (for example with the 
GA’s 2009 ‘Manifesto’ called A Different View[GA 2009]).  However, the resulting first Geography 
National Curriculum (GNC) (DES 1991) had a number of strengths. Geography became a statutory 
subject for study by all children from 5-16 years.  It re-established place and locational knowledge, 
neglected by curriculum development in the 1970s and 1980s (Rawling 2001 p.40, 44), and created a 
balance between physical, human and environmental geography (Marsden 1995 p.169).  
The GNC was less successful in integrating geographical enquiry, whilst geographical issues and 
material involving values and attitudes were actively marginalised.  There were also significant 
structural weaknesses, particularly the lack of distinction between specifying content and the 
assessment requirements. A fundamental weakness now widely acknowledged was the attempt to 
spell out in detail the extensive coverage of the subject as a whole in every key stage.  In hindsight we 
can see that the emphasis on breadth rather than depth tended to depress rather than raise 
expectations, and the content specificity appeared to impress on teachers the importance of content 
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coverage and delivery.  For a number of commentators, although geography had found its ‘place in 
the sun’ (Bailey 1991) the final curriculum document was overfull, difficult to implement and quickly 
became a straitjacket (see Robinson 1992, Butt 1997; Lambert 2004). 
There was considerable pressure from the start for reductions in content and assessment 
requirements. Thus, geography quickly became an optional subject again for 14-16 years olds in the 
first of several revisions to the National Curriculum in 1995. Thus began a process whereby, at each 
successive review, the GNC evolved further from the original detailed and prescribed version towards 
a framework which sampled from the discipline, so securing a basic entitlement for pupils but putting 
more responsibility on teachers to develop a balanced curriculum (Lawton, 1996) – a demanding if not 
impossible task, especially for non-specialist teachers in primary schools, (as successive official reports 
testify: e.g. Ofsted 2008, Ofsted 2011). Table 1 provides both a summary and analysis of this evolution 
of the national curriculum. Alongside considerable continuity in the framework of knowledge and 
understanding of places, geographical themes and enquiry and skills (see Rawling, 2001 p. 81, and 
Hopkin, 2013 pp. 32-35), by 1999 this process resulted in: 
 an increased articulation of aims;  
 significant reductions in the specified content and increased use of illustrative examples, with 
less breadth but increased opportunities for depth, and more distinctive key stages; 
 changes in content focus, especially the inclusion of themes such as sustainable development 
and globalisation relevant to a rapidly-changing world and related to geography’s humanistic 
and welfare tradition; 
 in assessment terms, a move from atomised ‘statements of attainment’ to Level Descriptions, 
enabling a clearer (but not unproblematic) definition of standards, expectations and 
progression. 
 
Table 1 Here 
 
 
Foreground: the current debates (2008-2013) 
Table 1 shows that by 2009 geography teachers in the middle or latter part of their career would have 
experienced the evolution of the National Curriculum through three versions at Key Stages 1 and 2 
(DES 1991; DfE 1995; DfEE/QCA 1999) and four versions for Key Stage 3 (DCSF/QCA 2007).  
It might be thought that in 2009, with a recently published GNC for Key Stage 3 and a new primary 
version in preparation, the position of geography was secure.  However, although the National 
Curriculum was statutory, in many primary schools geography appeared to be marginalised: it had 
even been suspended from the curriculum for one year (along with history) in 1998, the result of the 
relentless pressure from government on schools to improve children’s scores in literacy and 
numeracy.  In some secondary schools the place of geography in the curriculum was undermined by 
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the re-emergence of ‘themed’ integrated courses and curriculum experimentation driven by the rising 
interest in competence or skills-based curricula deemed to be fit for the 21st century. 
The erosion of subjects by advocates of skills-based learning programmes was greatly encouraged by 
the loosely structured 2008 version of the secondary National Curriculum.  Despite the steadily 
increasing responsibility for the curriculum noted earlier, teachers’ work in the early years of the 
twenty-first century seemed to be defined more by pedagogy and technical delivery rather than their 
own subject knowledge and their capacity for disciplined geographical innovation (Roberts 2010, 
Lambert 2011). In part this resulted from the demands of high stakes testing and school accountability, 
but the concerns raised about the erosion of subject knowledge inadvertently anticipated the 2014 
national curriculum reform.  
As Table 1 shows, the 2014 review is a clear and unambiguous attempt by government to enhance 
‘traditional’ subjects and the knowledge-led contents of curriculum and of teaching. It has some 
features in common with the 1991 GNC therefore, but there is a difference in vision between the 
subject community and the government in terms of the purpose and indeed nature of knowledge in 
the school curriculum. This alternative vision is expressed most fully in the Geographical Association’s 
(GA) Manifesto for geography A Different View (GA 2009; Lambert 2009b) (See Table 2).  Whilst the 
Manifesto certainly argues for the value of geographical knowledge (and the discipline as a resource), 
it emphatically does not argue for a return to the 1991 curriculum. Geographical knowledge in the 
National Curriculum of 1991 was provided as a ‘given’ – the origin of which was uncontested: it simply 
‘existed’. The implication was that it was fixed and immutable (although ironically the USSR, which 
was named on the curriculum, disintegrated soon after its publication!) and the role of the teacher 
was to ‘impart’ this. Such a content-rich curriculum encourages poor teaching in which teachers have 
little time to engage children into the ‘space of reasons’ (Bakhurst 2011). They instead focus only on 
‘covering’ the content: geography becomes just ‘one thing after another’ (to misquote The History 
Boys) with little sense of overarching purpose or narrative. Such a conception of curriculum and 
knowledge aligns with what Young and Muller have called a Future 1 curriculum (See Table 3). 
 
Table 2 The role of the subject organisations. 
In England there is one subject association, the Geographical Association (GA) and one learned 
society, the Royal Geographical Society with Institute of British Geographers (RGS/IBG); both also 
have considerable reach to other UK nations and beyond.   As well as providing services to their 
members, such as journals, professional development and teaching resources, both devote 
considerable energy to making the case for geography in the curriculum, and lobbying government.   
A significant example is the GA’s Manifesto for geography A Different View (GA 2009; Lambert 
2009b). Weighty in argument and beautifully designed, it includes chapters on geography as a 
curriculum resource, thinking geographically (see Jackson 2006), investigating and exploring 
geography, and fieldwork.   There are also chapters on several distinctive ideas and approaches 
developed by the GA, including: 
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 living geography: bringing ‘contemporary context and real world enquiry into the 
classroom’ to help make sense of the big challenges facing the world (GA 2009 p.13) 
 young people’s geography: the idea that young people’s interests, experiences, aspirations 
and curiosity should help shape the curriculum 
 curriculum making: the belief that teachers should be ‘autonomous professionals driven by 
educational goals and purposes’ balancing teacher knowledge, students’ interests and 
needs, and a dynamic subject discipline (ibid. p.27).  
www.geography.org.uk/adifferentview  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are several ways in which an F1 curriculum was and is inadequate. It makes no allowance at all 
for the advances made through educational studies in our understanding of how children learn. It also 
makes no attempt to meet the agency of young people as ‘human knowers’, including the significance 
of assessing their prior knowledge. A Future 1 curriculum also fails to accept the nature and 
significance of a wider disciplinary community (in this case of geographers) and the ways in which that 
community has created the discipline of geography – through its arguments and contests and 
‘paradigm shifts’. It is partly because of (some) these inadequacies of an F1 curriculum that the English 
education system came to be in thrall of an alternative future, what Young and Muller call the Future 
2 curriculum. Here, it is the social construction of knowledge that becomes the unchallenged 
orthodoxy. In F2, subject disciplines are also seen as human constructions (correctly) and as such are 
therefore arbitrary and can be dispensed with. Such incorrect conclusions are often linked to the idea 
that the acquisition of knowledge can be delegated to the use of an internet search engine. What 
matters, in other words, is that children learn the skills of information retrieval, analysis and 
Table 3 Three Alternative Curriculum Futures 
F1 subject delivery – of knowledge for its own sake; traditional subjects: 
under-socialised knowledge 
F2 skills and ‘learning to learn’ – knowledge is constructed: over-socialised 
knowledge; subject divisions are artificial. Themes. Experiential.  
F3 subjects are not given (as in F1), but not arbitrary either (as in F2) – 
knowledge development led by ‘... the epistemic rules of specialist 
communities’ to provide ways to understand the world and take pupils’ 
beyond their everyday experience.  
 (after Young and Muller 2010)  
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communication – in short, learn how to learn with an emphasis on the soft skills of collaboration. This 
approach puts the learner at the centre; we differentiate learning, we facilitate learning, we 
personalise learning: but we do not talk much about what to teach. It is not the place in this paper, 
but it would be interesting to explore the true cost of underestimating the power and the importance 
of the disciplines in terms of progressive and critical thought; for instance, to paraphrase David 
Wadley’s (2008) interesting remark, to what extent does an F2 curriculum contribute to a ‘dulling of 
our ability to think for or beyond ourselves?’ (p. 650). 
The GA’s Manifesto, chiefly through its insistence on identifying the discipline as a resource and the 
idea of curriculum making, was designed to help resist the F2 future. In doing so, it carefully and self-
consciously distanced geography from going back to an F1 future, through its deployment of ‘living 
geography’ and its identification of the significance of ‘young people’s geographies’ as noted above. 
However the keystone to the Manifesto’s position was, and remains, the responsibility placed on 
teachers as curriculum makers focussed by the idea of nurturing and developing in children the 
capacity to ‘think geographically’. Deep deliberative thought about the world requires disciplinary 
knowledge, and through this the development of discernment, argument and systematic 
understanding. This in turn requires at least a foothold on how geographical knowledge is made and 
contested, what Richard Peters called education as ‘initiation’ (see Lambert 2009a). Thus, critical 
understanding, the educational prize valued most highly by teachers and educationists, is best taught 
through initiation into disciplined thought. Thus, the subjects, including geography, are not therefore 
entirely arbitrary as extreme F2-ists might argue, for there are discernible and important differences 
in thinking mathematically, scientifically, historically or geographically. It was Basil Bernstein (2000) 
who indicated that such access to what Michael Young has subsequently termed ‘powerful knowledge’ 
is the basis for societies to be able to think the unthinkable and the yet to be thought – quite different 
from the ‘trainability’ (also Bernstein’s term) valued in generic and vocationally oriented programmes. 
Although it was not known at the time (2009), the Manifesto was in effect arguing for a Future 3 
curriculum. Underpinning F3 is the acceptance that schools – and the curriculum - are about 
knowledge first and foremost, but not in the static, given, sense of F1. Michael Young’s influential 
notion of ‘powerful knowledge’ is key, as it enables a richer and more progressive concept of a 
knowledge-led curriculum than the more restricted proposals emanating from, for example E. D. 
Hirsch (1987, 2007) which have evidently been highly influential on the government’s 2014 National 
Curriculum proposals. As Table 4 shows, ‘powerful knowledge’ (or more simply perhaps, disciplinary 
knowledge) is crucial in differentiating schools from the everyday: schools are in the knowledge 
development business and it is this that makes them special. This article is not the place to open up a 
discussion on this (but see alternative viewpoints in White 2007 and Young 2009), save to say that one 
of Young’s major points is that it is often less advantaged children who experience curricula which 
(perhaps inadvertently) deny them access to powerful knowledge by adopting forms of innovations 
that stress generic competences and vocational ‘relevance’ rather than knowledge development. 
 
 
 
Table 4  Powerful Knowledge (PK)  
PK refers to the knowledge children and young people are unlikely to acquire at home or in the 
workplace 
PK is knowledge young people will need if they are to become active citizens and workers in the 
complex modern world, sometimes called the ‘knowledge society’  
PK is characterised by these features. It is often, but not always, 
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The National Curriculum in 2014 and the possibility of Future 3.  
2010 saw the election of a new Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government in the UK and 
the publication of its Schools White Paper The Importance of Teaching (DfE 2010) which launched a 
wholesale review of the National Curriculum in England.  As we have noted above, E.D. Hirsch’s ideas, 
that pupils need knowledge to gain the ‘cultural literacy’ required to function in society (Hirsch, 1987, 
2007; see also Dowgill and Lambert, 1992, and Firth 2012, 2013) were influential.  Thus the new 
curriculum would focus on ‘the core subject knowledge that every child and young person should gain 
at each stage of their education’ (DfE 2010 p.11). However, the school system in England is now to all 
intents and purposes a high stakes, free market driven by the neo-liberal credo of ‘choice’: any vestige 
of the national curriculum as a means of government  ‘command and control’ is now truly broken. 
Despite the new national curriculum being a ‘tighter, more rigorous, model of the knowledge which 
every child should expect to master’ (ibid p.10), and advocating ‘a greater focus on subject content’ 
(ibid p.42), the White Paper openly acknowledges this contradiction, allowing ‘schools and teachers 
... greater control over what is taught’ (p.40). There is a basic tension between freeing teachers up 
from ‘prescription, bureaucracy and central control’ (p.40) and the desire to define and recast the 
curriculum in the government’s own (largely traditionalist) terms.  
In the context of our analysis in the previous sections however, the new stripped down National 
Curriculum, with its brief yet precise outline of the ‘core of essential knowledge’ in geography, offers 
an enormous opportunity for teachers to wrestle with their curriculum making responsibilities (see 
Figure 1). The revised programme of study certainly signals the knowledge domain of geography to be 
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addressed between the ages of 5 and 14 in schools, but in around four pages in total does not express 
the detail of what should be taught. In avoiding lists of content it invites teachers to create a 
curriculum of engagement rather than delivery. It is an opportunity for specialist geography teachers 
to break away from the dead hand of ‘deliverology’ (Pring 2013) and to engage, as ‘knowledge 
workers’ (see Lambert and Morgan 2010 chapter 4), with the subject and to initiate to some degree 
their students into thinking geographically. The goal was expressed effectively in the GA’s 2009 
Manifesto which took its title from Richard Peters’ memorable phrase, that to be educated is not only 
to arrive at a destination (signified for example by an examination certificate) but to be able to ‘travel 
with a different view’ (armed with new or richer conceptual understanding, to see things differently). 
This we believe to be a signifier of an F3 curriculum and it is this possibility that is available: the making 
of a knowledge-led curriculum which does not take us back the future (and F1). 
To achieve an F3 curriculum is beyond any national curriculum programme of study: words on a page 
cannot do this. Teachers are the curriculum makers and they can do this: but we acknowledge that 
this requires high levels of geographical knowledge and pedagogic skill from teachers and not a small 
amount of confidence and support. Margaret Roberts (2013) has produced a rigorous professional 
framework which may be seen as a platform for the localised curriculum making that the latest 
national curriculum (and in different ways its predecessors) make possible. Entitled Geography 
Through Enquiry, the book is unequivocal about the need for geography lessons to contain 
geographical content. But equally Roberts is unequivocal about the need for geography lessons to 
make a space for reasoning and meaning making. In this sense geography lessons induct young people 
through constructivist activity to the arena of geographical knowledge making. The F3 knowledge-led 
curriculum reminds us that this induction must also be to the wider discipline.  
 
 
Conclusion 
This paper began with a discussion of Bill Marsden’s analysis of the dynamic between the 
educational, subject and social domains influencing the geography curriculum.  In response, we have 
taken the analysis further to propose a progressive vision of a knowledge based geography 
curriculum, developing Young and Muller’s notion of a Future 3 curriculum. Whereas geography’s 
place in the national curriculum for England has been achieved, albeit against a background where 
this place is constantly contested, what has not yet been achieved, at least universally across 
primary and secondary schools in England, is the Future 3 geography which the GA Manifesto began 
to advocate in 2009, albeit implicitly.  This is a curriculum made by teachers and which takes its cue 
as much from the subject discipline as from the official programme of study. As Roger Firth (2013) 
acknowledges, this may mean that teachers will ‘need to better understand bodies of knowledge, 
the subject disciplines - and how they can be used in educational settings’ (p71). Anecdotally, it is 
said that ministers claim that the 2014 national curriculum revision will be the last ever, that the 
‘core of essential knowledge’ is relatively stable and enduring. This is an intriguing thought, and may 
be borne out if teachers, supported by the subject community, are able to accept responsibility for a 
‘disciplinary model’ (Firth 2012) in their curriculum making. 
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So how will future historians regard the 2014 version of the geography in the national curriculum?  
Firstly, until 2010 it would have been reasonable to assume that its development was evolutionary, as 
Table 1 indicates. The current experience may suggest a more cyclical process – the government 
reversing past trends and attempting to ‘restore’ old traditions.  Indeed, as we noted above, the 
government is said to regard the current review as a permanent solution to curriculum change: a 
stable and enduring articulation of ‘core knowledge’. A lesson from the history is that attempts to 
specify the curriculum in detail from the centre have limited traction and endurance – and the 2014 
programme of study sensibly avoids detailed lists. But in any case, for good or ill, in practice there is 
considerable underlying continuity in geography, as experienced by pupils, from one version of the 
National Curriculum to another (Roberts, 1995, 1998). In a way this testifies to the significance of 
localised curriculum making. 
Future historians may also be in a better position to see how the background tensions and even 
contradictions in the policy environment play out. With the national state school system in England 
part way to disintegration, and the effective removal of the ‘national’ from the geography national 
curriculum, it is clear that the notion that all pupils at particular ages are entitled to a particular set of 
geographical experiences is also breaking down.  It may be that these trends offer a space for 
commercial and/or ‘third sector’ organisations, such as publishers, subject associations or other 
educational entrepreneurs, to play a more prominent role in developing a different sense of 
entitlement and standards.  
This paper has argued that the revised GNC provides a basis for a curriculum for engagement rather 
than a curriculum of ‘delivery’. In geography this requires skilful and above all knowledgeable 
teachers: equipped with not only professional knowledge (of learning, pedagogy and  curriculum) but 
of disciplinary knowledge too. Thus the school teacher’s job , as well as making the space and 
opportunity for children to engage with data and in ‘meaning making’ by learning through enquiry – 
is to induct or initiate young people into the (disciplinary) world of what is known under the domain 
of geography and how ‘we’ know it. 
In the end the national standards – in the case of England, expressed through the national curriculum 
programme of study – are, as we noted earlier in this paper, achieved by those who use and apply 
them. This emphatically is not the government, but teachers, locally, in their classrooms.  This involves 
the professional engagement of teachers with a progressive view of geographical knowledge and its 
value within the context of educational aims. This is ‘curriculum making’ on a grand scale – an 
approach that may well prove more sustainable than even the current national standards.
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Figure 1 Curriculum Making for geography teachers 
The diagram shows the balance that needs to be struck between competing priorities – the needs of students as learners, 
the geography curriculum and pedagogy. This thinking takes place within the context of the discipline and the teacher’s grasp 
of the value of geographic thought to the education of all young people. It is noted that the teachers geographical identity 
influences in some cases profoundly, not only how the school curriculum is thought about and developed, but on how we 
understand students’ experiences and indeed appropriate pedagogies in the subject. 
 
